Increased dermal mast cell populations in progressive systemic sclerosis: a link in chronic fibrosis?
Dermal collagen deposition is the hallmark of the early indurative phase of progressive systemic sclerosis (scleroderma). This process, however, tends to remit in late stages of the disease. Because mast cells are believed to participate in the development of fibrotic processes, we measured the density of the cutaneous mast cell population in clinically involved and uninvolved skin of a group of patients with scleroderma. Mast cell counts in clinically involved skin of patients with early stages of scleroderma (111 +/- 28 [SD] cells/mm2) were significantly greater than those in clinically uninvolved skin of the same patients (58 +/- 26 cells/mm2) and also greater than those of normal controls (50 +/- 14 cells/mm2). Mast cell counts in clinically involved and uninvolved skin of patients with late scleroderma were normal. When mast cell density was analyzed by depth of dermis, an 85% increase was noted in involved papillary dermis and a 152% increase in involved reticular dermis in patients with early scleroderma when compared with densities in controls. These results suggest that mast cells may be important in the pathogenesis of the early cutaneous lesions of progressive systemic sclerosis, perhaps by promoting fibrosis.